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WORK INTEGRATED LEARNING (WIL) THROUGH A FIELD 
PROJECT – A STUDY OF DESIGN, DELIVERY & 
CHALLENGES 
Ravi Seethamraju, The University of Sydney Business School, Australia 
ravi.seethamraju@sydney.edu.au 
Abstract 
Incorporating Work Integrated Learning (WIL) into business curriculum has now become a popular 
way of improving university graduates’ employability. This study provides empirical evidence of the 
effect of an WIL program designed and implemented through a project on students’ self-efficacy 
within an accounting information systems course in an Australian business school. Data from a 
questionnaire survey and qualitative feedback from students and employers indicates that this WIL 
project has contributed to better workplace understanding, improved pedagogical effectiveness and 
overall improvement in the generic graduate attributes and skills. Lack of basic accounting and 
information systems’ foundational knowledge and inadequate communication skills of some students, 
resource-intensiveness of the initiative and project administration are some of the challenges 
observed. Employers, though have perceived benefits, suggested better preparation and training of 
students, more time at the workplace and better support and resources from the university 
administration. In addition, inadequate business understanding and limited ability of some students to 
apply and interpret the knowledge and skills to a given complex real context, and insufficient 
administrative and academic support are some of the challenges that need to be addressed to make 
this program sustainable and effective. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
Reduced government funding and general increase in costs of higher education have lead to greater 
focus on graduate employability. With students and parents viewing higher education as an 
investment, graduate destination surveys have become key sources of information for students and 
parents to assess employability of business school programs. Work Integrated Learning (WIL) is now 
considered an important tool for improving graduate employability in higher education. Its main 
objective is to integrate theory and practice and to focus on building the essential skills and attributes 
required for the graduate in future work context. It is a partnership between students, educational 
institutions, employers and professional bodies with specified responsibilities for each party. As a part 
of the curriculum and student learning for credit, it is designed to occur either in the workplace or 
within a campus settings where key features of workplace are simulated (Reeders 2000). Work 
integrated learning (WIL) is defined as a structured strategy integrating class room studies with 
learning thorugh productive work experience in a field related to a student’s academic or career 
goals,” (Groenwald 2004, pp.17). Universities are under increasing pressure to address skills’ 
shortages and improve graduate employability (Berman 2008). In addition to course fee structures and 
expected payoffs, students consider gradaute employment rates and salary information vital in 
selecting a particular business school program (Valadkhani et al 2004). It has therefore become 
necessary for business schools to retain or enhance their reputation by taking the responsibility of 
producing work-ready graduates (Orwell, 2004). Globalisation, increased international competition, 
highlighted skills shortages and the proliferation of information and communication technologies have 
further increased the attention towards WIL in higher education sector. 
 
This paper reports on the effectiveness of a Work-Integrated Learning (WIL) initiative in a business 
school. It presents a brief review of the literature on WIL concepts and practice and describes a 
project-based WIL initiative introduced in teaching accounting information systems in a business 
school. Based on the feedback from students and employers, it will analyse the effectiveness of the 
design and administration of this initiative and discuss the challenges and implications.  
2 LITERATURE REVIEW 
Work-Integrated Learning (WIL) is often described by various terms in the literature: work-based 
learning (Wagner et al, 2001) and experience based learning (Beard & Wilson 2002). It is evidence of 
the increasing use of diverse modes of vocational learning (Reeders, 2000). In particular, WIL 
provides the benefit of improving the employability skills for students in the business school 
(Freudenberg et al 2009). Some of the benefits to students from an WIL initiative include providing a 
work setting in which theoretical knowledge is put into practice, enhancement of employment 
prospects, development of career strategies, developing key generic skills such as team work, 
interpersonal and communication skills, and working in another culture (Fraser & Deane 2002). A 
good WIL initiative helps leverage knowledge of students at work that takes place at four levels. 
Nonaka (1994) pioneered these four levels of knowledge - tacit to tacit, tacit to explicit, explicit to 
tacit and explicit to explicit in the organization knowledge creation. As summarised by Barnett et al 
(2001), the leveraging of knowledge through a good WIL program involves changing the emphasis 
from ‘knowing that’ to ‘knowing how’, written communication to oral communication, personal to 
interpersonal skills, disciplinary skills to transferable skills, intellectual orientation to action 
orientation, problem-making to problem-solving, knowledge as process to knowledge as product, 
concept-based to issue-based, knowledge-based to task-based, and proposition-based learning to 
experiential learning (Barnett et al, 2001). 
 
As summarized by Abeyesekera (2006), there are five types of WIL initiatives –  i) an ad-hoc 
approach where student goes to a workplace and learn on his/her own, ii) a cooperative education 
model that involves a contractual arrangement with employers for students to spend a significant 
amount of time, iii) work-based programs for organizations designed specifically for employees and 
taught within organizational context, iv) internship program that involves placement and monitoring 
of the learning through reflective practice, and v) service learning where the experience is created in a 
community organization or context with specific learning goals, monitoring mechanisms and student 
reflection. While each of these approaches vary in terms of the extent of involvement by the employer 
organizations and higher education institutions, amount of time spent by the students at the 
workplace, and, resources and support available for their administration, cooperative education and 
internship programs are the most suitable and popular models for Accounting programs (Abeyesekera, 
2006). Eachof these models have different design and administration challenges.  
 
University business schools have recognised the need to produce work ready graduates (Bennettt 
2006, Herrington & Herrington 2006). Further, general dissatisfaction with the employability of 
graduates due to their perceived lack of soft skills, such as communication, team work, inter-personal, 
problem-solving and self-management (Franz 2008) have heightened the focus on employability of 
graduates. According to Business Industry and Higher Education Collaboration Council (BIHECC) 
report, universities are providing students a strong technical or discipline knowledge base without the 
ability to intelligently apply that knowledge in the work setting (BIHECC 2007). They, however, are 
now evolving from merely imparting theoretical knowledge to providing additional practical skills 
necessary for the workplace (Bates 2008). Integration of workplace based learning experiences into 
university curriculums with particular focus on business, commerce and management courses is 
suggested (BIHECC, 2007). In response to employers’ concern about the graduates not ’ready’ for 
work (Maiden 2004), government has introduced graduate skills tests and linked funding to graduate 
skills such as ’workplace readiness’. This extra government funding linked to satisfactory completion 
of graduate skills tests also made WIL initiatives important for business schools. 
 
Today WIL has been a common learning tool in profession-based learning programs such as 
medicine, law and nursing and has become an integral part of undergraduate and post graduate 
courses across a range of disciplines including engineering, business, arts and law.  It seems logical 
that WIL should be implemented in technically oriented courses such as Accounting. There, however, 
is an inadequate literature documenting the use of WIL in this space in Australia (Abeyesekera 2006, 
Subramaniam & Freudenberg 2007). Though the extent, scope and methodology are varying from 
program to program, student involvement is the most common component in all these programs. 
Placing students in workplace context while studying the course will give them an opportunity to 
integrate theoretical knowledge gained through formal teaching in the class room with the informal 
tacit knowledge gained at the workplace in a professional context (Bates 2008, Rhodes & Shiel 2007). 
In addition, WIL initiatives will also provide opportunities for business schools to develop critical 
industry-academe partnerships for research, placements, and continuous curriculum renewal (Reeve & 
Gallacher, 2005).   
 
Despite current emphasis on WIL, the proportion of students who blend academic learning with 
workplace experieince is relatively low in Australia with mature age students reporting greater 
blending (ACER 2008). For the cohorts of international students, a significant proportion of students 
in Australian post graduate courses today, the opportunity to work in a different culture and test their 
skills thorugh WIL initiative is critical.  With most of the international students in Australian business 
schools lacking any previous work experieince, this opportunity is very important for student learning.  
 
With benefits far outweighing the costs of introducing and managing effective WIL initiatives, there 
is a need for critical appraisal of these initiatives (Smith et al 2009). Considering the scant research so 
far on the implementation and post-implementation of WIL initiatives from the perspectives of 
students, employers and government (Abeyesekera 2006), further studies are necessary. Literature 
identified the need for further work on how business students learn skills and gain knowledge related 
to their profession (Freudenberg et al 2009). A recent scoping study on business education also 
highlighted the need for further work on work integrated learning and particularly identified the need 
for evaluative studies (ABDC 2008; Patrick et al 2008) and on assessment of work-integrated learning 
(Costley & Armsby 2007. The objective of this study is to appraise an WIL initiative introduced as a 
pilot in a post graduate Accounting program in an Australian business school from both students and 
employers perspective and suggest improvements.The following section describes the methodology 
and approach adopted in this evaluation study. 
3 METHODOLOGY AND APPROACH 
3.1 Background and time line 
The discipline of Accounting in an Australian business school has introduced a work integrated 
learning (WIL) project within a post graduate unit/subject titled ‘Designing Accounting Systems’ as a 
pilot program. While the work-placement programs require selected students to continuously spend 6 
to 12 weeks at the workplace, this initiative requires students to make a few short trips for discussions 
to the business organization and collect data for the project. The approach adopted in this WIL project 
is predominantly a service learning model that involves monitoring by the academics and reflection 
by students. This project is an important assessment component with 30% of the total weightage and 
helps students achieve a critical learning outcome of the unit. This assessment component is designed 
to test students’ ability to apply the concepts, theories, assumptions, principles in the design of an 
accounting information system to an actual business organization. In this unit/subject, students are 
introduced to the processes, evaluation and operation of accounting information systems within the 
context of business application software solutions such as MyOB and SAP.  
 
In this project, students as a group of 4 students, will investigate a real life business organization and 
carry out an evaluation and redesign of an accounting information system. It does not, however, 
require students to do traditonal systems analysis, but requires them to evaluate and select the 
software and configure it to suit specific organizational needs in a laboratory setting. Importantly, as a 
minimum they are required to configure a workable accounts payable and accounts receivable system 
along with the creation of general ledger and chart of accounts. The time line for the WIL project and 
the details of the activities are shown below. 
 
Weeks Activities that relate to WIL project Activities lead by 
Week 1 Overview WIL project – requirements & assessment criteria; 
lecture on components & concepts of Accounting system design 
 
How to source a business organisation for the WIL project 
Lecturer 
 
Career Services Manager 
(CSM) – inclass 
Weeks 2 to 
4 
Lectures on basic concepts – frameworks, cycles, processes, 
systems, reports  & source documents and design principles 
 
Advice on sourcing business organisation & others 
Lecturer 
 
 
CSM - outside class 
Week 5 Workshop on basics of approaching organisations, etiquette etc., 
insurance documentation  
 
Introduction to Packaged software solutions 
 
First visit to organisations by students – reported through 
emails/consultations; collecting info about project/company 
CSM in class 
 
 
Lecturer in class 
 
Lecturer outside class 
Week 6 to 
12 
Design of Accounting system using Excel, MyOB and SAP and 
configuration of SAP 
 
Individual/group advice on sourcing, issues, data collection, 
analysis and report prepration 
 
Data collection by students  
Lecturer in class  
 
 
Lecturer outside class 
 
 
Students outside class 
Week 13 Submission of written reports and Oral presentation of the 
reports to industry representatives, lecturers & students 
Lecturer and students in 
class 
Week 14 
to 17 
Feedback from students and employers (no classes during this 
period) 
Lecturer – outside the 
class 
Table 1: Timeline of the WIL Project 
As mentioned in table 1, students are given inputs by the Careers and Employment services officers of 
the University with regard to interacting with an organisation for participation in this project, basic 
business etiquette, ways and means of communication with the client companies and generic 
preparations for workplace visits and interactions. These sessions were conducted in week 1 and in 
week 5. By week 5, students were given basic refresher on the accounting system components and 
were equipped to deal with the client organizations for the WIL project. In terms of the selection and 
approaching organisations, the objective of this project was to encourage students to search and 
contact them on their own, improving communication and interpersonal skills. When the groups have 
failed to identify an organization by the end of week 5, the unit coordinator had called for a meeting 
with the group members, obtained a report on the efforts put in by the group and then assigned a client 
organization from the participating organisations. 
 
From week 5 to week 11 students as a group had visited the organizations and carried out interviews 
and/or discussions with managers. In order to assist students in data collection, an information sheet 
that details the nature of information to be collected in order to understand, evaluate and redesign an 
accounting information system was provided. The number of meetings and the time spent at the 
organization varied from group to group and details of actual time spent is given in the analysis 
section of this paper. The next section describes the evaluative data collected at the end of the WIL 
project from students and employers.  
3.2 Data Collection 
Data was collected using two separate questionnaires – one for students and one for employers. The 
questionnaire for students has three sections. The first section sought information on some basic 
demographic details such as gender, course, role in the group, number of hours spent on the project 
and with the client organiza tion, number of group meetings, previous experience, and previous 
knowledge/experience of working with accounting software such as MyOB or SAP or others. In the 
second section, students were asked to give their perceptions and attitudes on the WIL project in terms 
of its design, delivery, organization and its generic benefits to them using twenty one variables. Using 
a scale of 1 to 5 (1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = neutral, 4 = agree and 5 = strongly agree), 
respondents were asked to rate each of the statements. In addition, for each statement,  an option to 
say “I do not know” was made available to respondents if they do not have a view or do not want to 
answer that question. The objective was to measure the perception of students on the benefits of WIL 
project, the way the project was administered, the learning value delivered by the project, and their 
views on the impact the WIL project had on their generic skills development. This section includes 
questions such as “WIL project helped me linking theory to practice, WIL project helped me to gain 
hands-on experience in the design of accounting system, learning through this WIL project is 
challenging than traditional teaching” etc. Full list of questions/variables is presented in the analysis 
section. In the third section, participants were asked to qualitatively explain the best and challenging 
aspects of the WIL project, impact of this project on their individual career goals, usefulness of 
sessions by careers and employment relations officers on workplace skills and suggestions for 
improvement of the WIL project.  
After the design, the questionnaire was subjected to a pre-test with two academic colleagues and one 
Ph.D. student. They were asked to complete the questionnaire and review and comment on its content. 
The instrument was amended slightly in light of feedback received. This questionnaire was 
administered to postgraduate students after the groups have submitted their project reports and made 
oral presentations. The reliability and validity of the data collection instrument were assessed using 
Cronbahch’ alpha (Cavana et al 2001). Even though the study was designed by the authors, the data 
collection was carried out by a research assistant in the last week after the project reports were 
submitted. All the responses were sealed and kept confidential until the final academic results were 
announced.  
 
Employers were provided with a one page questionnaire asking for information on the ‘best features 
and challenging aspects’ of this WIL project, their ratings of the general attitude, competence and 
performance of students that have interacted with them for this project, and suggestions for improving 
the project in its design and delivery.   
4 ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION 
4.1 Demographics 
Data was collected from 66 post graduate students enrolled in a post graduate unit and soon to become 
graduates in another one semester. It appears, students have invested significant amount of time on the 
WIL project, with about 89% of them reporting 10 hours or more. 
 
 Demographics Number 
(%) 
1 Number of valid responses 58 
2 Local students 19% 
3 International students 81% 
4 Respondents with previous work experience 56% 
5 Respondents with experience on an Accounting software package 27% 
6 Respondents spending more than 14 hours with the client company 37% 
7 Average number of meetings groups had with the client company 
management regarding project 
3 
8 Average amount of time invested on the WIL project work 21 hours 
9 Number of employers/client organizations participated in the WIL 
initiative 
14 
Table 2: Demographics of respondents 
4.2 Constructs and reliability 
Participants were asked to give their perceptions on how well WIL project helped their learning and 
how it helped them develop graduate attributes and accounting related knowledge and skills. In 
addition, participants were asked to rate their satisfaction with regard to the administration of the WIL 
initiative.  As mentioned in the methodology section, twenty one variables were used to measure 
student experience of the WIL project and these variables were grouped into four constructs namely – 
pedagogical, subject-related (accounting related), graduate attributes and administration related issues. 
Whether the WILproject helped them link theory to practice and gain hands-on experience, whether it 
is more interesting and challenging than traditional teaching are the questions under pedagogical 
issues. How well the WIL experience helped them gain an understanding of accounting information 
system design, develop ability to evaluate and introduce a packaged software and how this project 
required them to draw accounting knowledge from other units are statements on accounting-related 
skills. Similalry, issues that deal with skills in information processing, communication, group 
working, project management, organising, report writing and interpersonal skills are grouped under 
graduate attributes. All the other statements that deal with the careers and employment officers 
sessions, general workload of the project, asessment weightage etc are included under the construct 
administration related issues.  
 
The total score for each of the constructs were computed as a sum of the values and used for this 
analysis and shown in the table below. Similarly the inter-item correlations were also computed for 
each of the constructs and between four constructs and the overall global measure to analyze the 
convergent and discriminant validity of the items in the instrument.  The table below shows Cronbach 
alpha scores for each of the constructs (in the last column) and the correlations between various 
constructs. In general, an internal consistency (Cronbach alpha values) of less than 0.6 is regarded 
poor  (Cavana et al 2001). All the correlations (Pearson’s r) among the variables and the overall 
construct (summative score of the instrument) were observed to be significant at p<0.01 level (2-
tailed). The reliability scores for each of the variable and the overall instrument were also good and 
more than 0.7. The analysis thus confirmed the sound psychometric properties of the data collection 
instrument.  
 
WIL perceptions factors Pedago
gical 
Acctg. 
Related 
Grad. 
Attributes 
Administ
ration 
Over-
all 
WIL 
Scale reliability 
(Cronbach 
alpha) 
Pedagogical issues (4 
items) 
--- 0.614 0.653 0.641 0.747 0.761 
Accounting-related skills 0.614 -- 0.656 0.677 0.759 0.787 
Graduate attributes 0.653 0.656 -- 0.639 0.845 0.866 
Administration issues 0.641 0.677 0.639 -- 0.787 0.811 
Overall WIL Perceptions 0.747 0.759 0.845 0.787 -- 0.887 
Table 3: Constructs and reliability analysis of data collection instrument 
 
As shown in the table above, all the four constructs correleated significanlty with the overall WIL 
perceptions and the values ranged from 0.612 to 0.845. Inter-item correlations (not shown in the 
above table)  for each of the construct ranged from 0.41 to 0.82 and are significant at p<0.01 level (2-
tailed). The analysis confirmed the sound psychometric properties of the data collection instrument in 
terms of its validity and reliability. In general participants reported overall satisfaction with the WIL 
project in terms of all the four constructs. In particular, thie project experience has contributed to the 
improvement of generic graduate skills such as communication, interpersonal, group work, 
information processing, organisation, project management and report writing, with 90% of 
respondents agreeing and strongly agreeing to those statements. With regard to the improvement in 
their accounting related skills also, more than 70% of participants attributed this to the WIL project. 
Even though sessions by the Careers and employment relations officers are supposed to help the 
participants and prepare them for their WIL experience, the impact and usefulenss as perceived by the 
respondents is limited. 
4.3 Differences between various cohorts 
In order to see whether there are any significant differences between various cohorts of students  
classified with reference to various independent variables, two tailed t-tests for two independent 
samples at 5% significance level were considered appropriate and employed. Because of its 
robustness, versatality and general acceptance in the literature, parametric tests such as t-tests are 
increasingly used  with ordinal data to analyse the differences (Hair et al 1998). The following table 
gives details of t-test results that analysed the differences between various groups of respondents with 
reference to their overall perception of WIL experience (global score) in this unit.  As mentioned 
earlier, organisation was assigned to some groups, while other groups have sourced the organisation 
on their own. This factor did not inlfuence their WIL experience as shown below. Differences, 
however, are observed between the local and international students, male and female students, and 
leaders and members in the team. As shown below, respondents’ previous work experience did not 
influence their WIL experience and overall satisfaction with the WIL initiative. 
  
 Independent variables and details Values 
1 Male students (17) – mean 
Female students (35) – mean 
T-value 
Significance 
76.25 
82.91 
-2.40 
0.020* 
2 Local students (12) – mean 
International students (46) – mean 
T-value 
Significance 
69.88 
82.73 
-3.874 
0.000** 
3 Leader (16) – mean 
Member (42) – mean 
T-value 
Significance 
75.29 
83.77 
-2.99 
0.005** 
4 Previous experience (29) - mean 
No previous experieince (23) – mean 
T-value 
Significance 
80.45 
81.13 
-0.248 
0.805 
5 Organisation assigned by Lecturer (17) 
Organisation obtained by students (35) 
T-value 
Significance 
81.65 
80.31 
0.459 
0.648 
6 Groups spending more than 7 hours with client (37) 
Groups spending less than 7 hours with client (15) 
T-value 
Significance 
84.16 
72.33 
4.71 
0.000** 
Table 4 Perceptions of WIL – Differences between various independent variables 
(* Significant at less than 5% significance level; ** Significant at less than 1% significane level) 
 
Contrary to the past literature that argued weaker sense of self-efficacy for female students in 
traditionally male dominated professions (Wilson et al 2007) such as accounting, the overall 
perception for female students in this study is significantly better than male students.  Female students 
in general perceived the value of WIL experience better than male students. As mentioned earlier, 
each team has a leader and there are also significant differences between the leaders and members in 
the team, with members perceiving a significant improvement in their task self-efficacy than the 
leaders. With most of the leaders being local students (except in a handful of groups), their members 
are international and reported better WIL experience. International students mostly from non-English 
speaking background, as expected, have reported better value from the WIL experience and rated the 
experience higher than local students. The WIL project is an opportunity for international students to 
gain local experience.  
 
As shown in table 2, most of the respondents have no previous experience. This WIL project has 
helped most of the students in gaining some understanding of the local employment conditions and 
culture. With a significant percentage of students being international in this cohort, the overall success 
of this WIL project is dependent upon the prepareness of these international students and their  ability 
to gain valuable skills and local knowledge through this WIL experience. This preparedness is 
characterised by the amount of time groups spent interacting with the client company and the number 
of meetings each group had with the client representatives. As expected, there are significant 
differences beteen the groups that have spent more than 7 hours with the client companies and those 
that have spent less time. Thus, students’ willingness to invest time with the client company 
understanding the accounting systems, processes, controls and reports, has enabled them to take full 
advantage of the WIL experience. A simple comparison of the grades obtained by these 16 groups and 
the amount of time spent by each of the group at the client company also are correlated, with the all 
the 4 groups spending more than 10 hours with the client securing a distinction and above marks (75% 
and above) in this assessment component. Similarly, out of the 30% of the teams (i.e. 5 teams out of 
16 teams) who have reported spending less than 5 hours with the client company, 4 teams have just 
scored a ’pass’ mark in this assessment (50% marks). Even though there are other factors that could 
have contributed to their good academic performance, the amount of time spent with the client 
company and therfore the learning that could have taken place through this interaction, appear to have 
helped achieving better academic performance. 
4.4 Analysis of qualitative data - students 
Each of the comments made by the participant on ’best’ aspects and ’challenging’ aspects were 
content analysed by the author and another researcher. Based on a preliminary examination of the 
qualitative feedback, preliminary categories were developed. Group of words with similar meaning or 
connotations from each of the participant’s comments were codified using the categories developed. 
These categories were developed in such a way that each unit is represented by only one data point.  
Each respondent thus may have several data points depending upon the comments made by him/her 
with regard to a particular theme/issue. Thus each of the respondent’s qualitative feedback was 
analysed and codified independently by the researcher (author) and a research assistant. A comparison 
was made and differences in the coding were discussed and reconcilied by reexamining the data 
elements. About 90% of the data points were codified consistently by both. 
4.4.1 Best aspects of WIL experience – students perceptions 
In order to capture the overall perception on the entire experience, participants were asked to identify 
the best aspects of participating in this WIL project in their own words. Based on the content analysis 
of this qualitative feedback, four major themes have emerged – linking theory to practice, working in 
a real-company, accounting-related skills and knowledge, and improvement to graduate attributes. For 
example, comments that relate to the real-world company, connecting the theory to the experience 
and practice, applying theoretical knowedge learnt in class to solve real world problems, puting what 
was taught into practice, connecting study material to real working environment’ etc are codified 
under the coding point ’Linking theory to practice’.  Similarly, ’knowing the accounting processes in 
the company, opportunity to learn accountng package, learning how a real accounting system works 
in a company, understanding real demand for an accounting system in a company, listening to 
information about a real working accounting information system’ etc are codified under ’accounting 
related skills and knowledge’.  Other comments such as ’improving communication skills, 
cooperation with group members, working with team mates, experience in practising communication 
in a professional enviroment, learning from others’ experience, how to get information from the 
client, improving project management skills, learning how to get along with others from different 
cultures and backgrounds, sharing and exchange of knowledge with others through discussions,’ are 
categorised under ’generic graduate attributes/skills’.  
 
Importantly, participants have appreciated the way the way of learning work prqactices is integrated 
through the development of knowledge, skills and attitudes.  As there is a very limited chance for 
students in general and for international students in particular to interact with ’real’ practising 
managers, this WIL experience has given a sigificant opportunity to students to understand a real 
firm’s accounting information system, their needs and challenges and try to provide solutions to ’real 
world’ problems based on the theoretical understanding students have developeed in the course.  
A summary of the content analysis carried out as explained below is presented here. The table gives 
the frequency of these data elements for each category under the ’best aspects’, and challenging 
aspects as reported by the participants and are classified into a particular construct as identified in the 
quantative analysis.  Analysis reveals a generally positive response from the students. A summary of 
the content analysis of the best aspects of the WIL experience with their data points and frequency 
counts are presented below.  
 
 Categories of Best aspects Frequency 
counts 
Avg/ case 
(student) 
1 Linking theory to practice 28 0.483 
2 Working in real-company 24 0.414 
3 Learning acconting related knowledge & skills 38 0.655 
4 Improving graduate attributes/skills 48 0.828 
 Average coding points per case 2.38 2.380 
Table 5 Content analysis summary – Best aspects of WIL 
 
Thus as discussed above, this WIL project has contributed to better workplace understanding, 
improved pedagogical effectiveness and overall improvement in the generic graduate attributes and 
skills. In addition, this has given students an opportunity to acquire invaluable software skills that 
could potentially be useful in their future careers.  
4.4.2 Challenging aspects of WIL experience – students’ perceptions 
The challenging aspects of the WIL project as perceived by students generally relate to the difficulties 
of recollecting accounting knowledge gained from other courses/units such as accounting information 
systems, financial accounting and management accounting and apply that knowledge to the evaluation 
and design of an accounting system for an organization.  In addition, issues that relate to the difficulty 
of the software tools, inability to link knowledge gained from class room to organisation, working in 
groups and general administration have emerged as common themes in the content analysis of these 
challenging aspects. The following table summarizes the students’ responses into four themes – 
accounting knowledge, software skills, group working and project management of the WIL 
experience. 
 
 Categories of challenging aspects Frequency 
counts 
Avg/case 
1 Accounting knowledge (lack and inability to apply to real world) 45 0.776 
2 Software skills (complexity of SAP) 36 0.621 
3 Group working (cultural diversity, lack of communication skills, 
coordination) 
26 0.448 
4 Organising and managing the project 21 0.362 
 Average coding points per case (student) 2.21 2.207 
Table 6 Content analysis summary – Challenging aspects of WIL 
 
Applying theoretical accounting concepts and adapting software tools to a particular organizational 
accounting needs, as expected, had emerged as the most challenging aspect of this project. Even 
though this is precisely the objective of this WIL initiative, students have struggled to comprehend the 
features of existing accounting systems, and map them using SAP and MYOB software solutions. 
Students have discovered the gaps in the information collected in stages as they are working on the 
analysis and redesign section of the report, and revisited the client company for collecting more 
relevant information. This has equipped them with the skills to deal with incomplete information in 
real-world context and enhanced their ability to process complex information. This project challenged 
students to dig deeper into their previous accounting knowledge and had helped them identify and link 
relevant knowledge learnt from other accounting and information systems units in the curriculum. 
 
Working through SAP and MYOB software solutions is another challenge. As expected, students 
found the SAP software more complex. Importantly, students’ inability to recollect and link the 
concepts learnt in another unit on information systems highlights the challenges of curriculum design 
and delivery and the need for better curriculum integration. Students are not able to link the core 
information systems knowledge learnt in a non-accounting context to the accounting context on their 
own. It therefore suggests the need and importance of embedding the technology tools (MYOB and 
SAP) and concepts (of accounting information system) into the generic accounting curriculum, rather 
than teaching them as a separate unit isolated from the accounting context. In addition, working with 
students who have difficulties in communicating in English and cultural diversity of the group is also 
considered hard for many respondents. Many students have also expressed difficulty in managing the 
project, and generally lack in confidence to have meaningul discussions with the client representatives 
and to seek information required for the project. Thus, individual students’ competence and generic 
skills strongly influence the success of this progrm and the value derived by the participants. 
4.5 Analysis of qualitative feedback from employers 
Employers are important stakeholders in this WIL program. Understanding employers’ needs and 
matching their needs with the students’ capabilities and curriculum is an important part of this 
process. After the WIL project is completed, employers were asked to provide one page feedback. 
They were asked to identify the best features and challenging aspects of the project, their rating of the 
general attitude of students and some suggestions for improvement. Out of 14 employers participated 
in the initiative, 13 of them responded with feedback. As the number of responses are just 13, 
quantitative content analyses of their responses in terms of the best and challenging aspects were not 
carried out. Instead, their qualitative comments are used below summarising the benefits and 
challenges in WIL initiatives from employers’ perspective.  A summary of demographic details of the 
employer organizations participated in the WIL program are given below. 
 
Size Nature of enterprises Number of 
employees 
Small Fashion retailer, retail firm of speciality products, 
employement services provider, Creative arts job shop 
30 
Medium Service providers – Consulting firm, Optometrists chain, 
health care firm, super market, food catering firm, Real estate 
firm and Private school, taxi services 
40 to 100 
Large Accounting firm, Budget hotel chain, Private school chain About 400 to 
1200 
Table 7 Demographic details of Employers participated in WIL 
 
It appears employers have recognised and acknolwedged the huge potential WIL initiative could offer 
to both students and to employers. Most of them have pointed out its ability to link theory to practice 
and the opportunities it presented to them for improving their accounting system. Further they 
believed this has contributed to improvements in students’ communication skills. As noted by some, 
this WIL initiative gave students an opportunity to bridge the gap between text book and actual 
practice (employer 2), helped them to understand how a real world enterpise works (employer 4) and 
gave more meaning to their education (employer 1).” According to them, this WIL project has given 
a’rare chance to students to gain some work-related experience and given them an opportunity to 
apply what they have learnt to a real-life work situation (employer 3).  This has given theman 
opportunity to analyse their processes and procedures and helped them to know ’how checks and 
balances are put in place at various levels’ (employer 10), ’put together information and produce a 
solution’ (employer 8), and make improvements and ’provide different view of their daily business 
like consultants” (employer 9). Some employers viewed this as an ’exciting experieince to 
communicate with intelligent students,’ (employer 5) and ’believed the entire experience is good for 
students to improve their communication skills and leadership’ (employer 12).  Some employers 
considered this an ’opportunity to meet potential employees and to offer future work experience’ 
(employer 4) to them. This has high potential for close synergy with pre-recruitment employment 
program and graduate recruitment’ (employer 1) 
 
As students interacted with their management on their existing accounting information system and 
software solutions, some employers noticed the inadequacy of students’ software skills, their limited 
scope and understanding of broader business related issues, and their relatively poor communication 
skills as the most challenging aspects of this project. According to employers, students appear to be 
struggling to ’get to grips with the complexity of ERP system (employer 2) and ’to integrate company 
processes into an unfamiliar computer system in a short period’ (employer 11). Further, their ’lack of 
sufficient practice on the software’ (employer 9) also makes them just ’focus on theory’ (employer 7) 
and  thereby ’limiting the value of their recommendations in practice’ (employer 12). Further for 
some employers, limitation of student knowledge and their inexperience in real life environments 
(employer 7), and, not knowing the scope and extent to which information was intended to be used’ 
(employer 1) made it difficult to explain some of the procedures to students’ (employer 9). Further, 
’providing students with sufficient data maintaining confidentiality and in a timely manner’ (employer 
11) is a challenging and balancing act for many employers. Understanding and ’comprehension of 
business needs for software adoption is limited to interviewing and employers preferrred students 
spending additional time at the workplace’ (employer 2). As noted by employers, ’understanding 
daily flow of business, assessing what can be improved and dealing with practice problems are 
difficult for many students forcing them to stay at conceptual level without getting into the details’ 
(employer 10). 
 
While employers generally were happy with the general attitude of the students participated in this 
project, they have expressed concerns about the inadequate technical (accounting related) and 
software competencies of some of the students as discussed above and their general inability to 
communicate at professional level. Inability of students to absorb information given to them earlier 
and repeating it later on, and conversing with managers were problems observed by employers.  Some 
of the students, as observed by employers, were feeling overwhelmed and not asking questions when 
required demonstrating their inexperience and poor communication skills.  
 
In general, students were observed to be enthusiastic, polite and keen to learn and have demonstrated 
good learning atttitude and team work. Some of the students’ performance was though frustrating 
initially’ (employer 11), they have done a fine job eventually. Some of the students were ’well 
prepared for the meetings’ (employer 8), have asked ’intelligent and relevant questions’ (employer 1) 
during the project, and ’presented the project with confidence’ (employer 6) while others thought their  
’performance was frustrating initially’ (employer 11). After doing necessary ’background work’ 
(employer 10) and with ’reasonable competence’ (employer 3), they have ’eventually done a fine job’ 
(employer 1).  Employers, however, have noted the lack of prepareness of many students and wanted 
the business school to prepare them better with more practical examples, better training on workplace 
culture and on how to engage with people in organizations and ’better resources’ to support the 
program (employers 1, 3 an 4).  Better preparation of the students in terms of knowledge, more time at 
the workplace enabling discussion of ideas with managers, opportunity for students to present their 
findings and report to the employers after the project is completed, and improvement in the level and 
intensity of adequate academic support provided to students in terms of discipline based work were 
some of the key suggestions made by employers.  Employers have recognized a huge potential these 
initiatives could offer and endorsed its deployment in the curriculum positively with some suggestions 
to improvement. 
4.6 Other Improvements and Suggestions 
Though generally satisfied with the learning from the project experience, a large number of students 
have generally expressed concerns about the significant time required to do this project. In addition, 
many individual students feel inadequate in their understanding of accounting information system and 
have complained about working with students that have inadequate English communication skills. 
With a significant majority of students from non-English background, it has been a challenge in this 
business school to form groups with people from a variety of backgrounds and facilitate cross-cultural 
and productive communications. Students generally recommended changes to the sequence of the 
topics and asked for early introduction to the software tools to give them sufficient practice onthe use 
of software tools. For many students, the time frame assigned to comprehend the complex software 
and apply the accounting concepts to a real-world organizational environment was a significant 
challenge. This affected their confidence in approaching the organization and in suggesting 
improvements to their accounting system. Given their lack of accounting related experience, generic 
suggestions of using one software tool in the course to reduce complexity were common. 
Unsurprisingly, many local students expressed their preference to work alone in this project given that 
a large majority of students were international and have English language difficulties. Majority of 
students did not see any potential impact on their career goals. Some have noted the project’s value in 
helping them understand tools he/she is going to use in future as an accountant, others have noted the 
improved understanding of real business and accounting role facilitated by this project. Many students 
noted how the project helped them to know more about accounting system and processes of real world 
companies, and to appreciate the importance of information technologies in accounting roles. 
5 CONCLUSIONS 
WIL initiatives require academics to adapt to a different teaching and learning context in which the 
students manage their own learning process. Coordinating this WIL initiative that requires working 
with 16 groups in 15 different organisations involved multiple complex educational and legal 
responsibilities. Though the careers and employment officers of the business school/university are 
available to provide some basic training to students, entire responsibility of managing the safety of 
students, ethical and legal issues while dealing with the client organisations without jeopardising the 
long term university industry relationships and collaboration, has become a challenging task for the 
lecturer(s). Unlike traditional models of teaching and learning, each work environment is a unique 
situation and the academic has to interact with each group independently and help them in 
understanding, analysing and recommending system improvements.  
 
WIL is resource intensive. In addition to additional academic and administrative workload to the 
lecturer, the costs of sourcing WIL opportunities, maintaining partnerships with employers, designing 
curriculum and assessment for WIL, and supporting students are resource intensive tasks. The value 
of making available the services of students with accounting software skills to the small and medium-
sized organizations and their  ability to evaluate and improve the accounting information system is 
beneficial to employers as is evident from this study. Though it appears the benefits of WIL project 
are more significant to internatioal students and students with low academic competence than to 
academically superior students, it is important to consider the risk business school brand suffers 
consequent to potential performance inadequacies of some of the students. Therefore, balancing the 
costs and benefits with effective structure of the WIL program, adequate school support, recognition 
and rewards for additional workloads to academics, and right preparation of students before they 
embark on this program is essential to deliver a win-win situation to all stakeholders.  
 
This WIL initiative has benefitted all the three parties – university business school, participating 
employers and students with students especially gaining the most in terms of their graduate attributes 
and discipline related practical skills. Considering the limited time students spent at the workplace, 
challenges with regard to the inadequacies in discipline-specific and software based skills of some 
students and resource-intensive nature of this initiative, this WIL project has helped in linking theory 
to practice. As demonstrated in this study, it has equipped students with some limited ’work ready’ 
skills and helped this Australian business school meet some of the AACSB and IFAC requirements 
and attract some potential government funding. As this study was designed and administered by the 
author and a research assistant in one semester and in one post gradute unit/subject, it is therefore 
possible that the findings may potentially be biased and not generalisable. Further, it may have been 
subjected to Hawthorne effect as this is the first time a WIL was introduced in the Accounting 
program in this business school and is based on students’ and employers’ perceptions and views. 
Thus, in addition to these issues, general limitations of the questionnaire survey may also limit the 
generalisability of this study findings. Author, however, believes the findings will make a positive 
contribution to the limited knowledge on the WIL effectiveness in the literature. Further studies into 
the WIL models and their effectiveness on the long-term ’work readiness’ of graduates is necessary.  
Preparing ’work ready’ graduates through teaching and learning strategies including WIL is a 
complex and challenging task and requires strategic management and skillful balancing of various 
educational, administrative and professional demands.  
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